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INTRODUCTION

In 1890, a group of professional and amateur photographers gathered in San

Francisco to found the California Camera Club, which would become the larg-
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est collective association devoted to photography on the West Coast.! With a
membership exceeding 400 in the early twentieth century, the Club accepted
professionals, Kodak ‘snapshooters’, and artists, male and female alike.? It set
out to unite local photographers in order to improve their practice by drawing
on the rich natural scenery of the region. At the time still a geographically
distant location, isolated from the cultural centres of the East Coast, Califor-
nia’s landscape and history became the shared focus of the practitioners. Their
attraction to the particularities of the local environment reflected California’s
special position in national history since the mid-nineteenth century. In this
period, the Gold Rush in Northern California and the subsequent exploration
of the surrounding regions turned the West into a place of unparalleled oppor-
tunity for individuals, and a projection screen for an expanding nation. In this
chronological configuration, California as “a new place” and photography as “a
new medium” would “[come] of age together” .3 At the close of the nineteenth
century, the long-standing notion of “California as a place apart, quintessen-
tially different from mainland America” would thus become interwoven in the
photographic industry of the state. By that time, the Northern regions around
San Francisco housed more than 2,000 people involved in the photographic
industry.* The turn-of-the-century members of the California Camera Club,
including real estate managers, lawyers, and businessmen, but also profes-
sional photographers and writers, became embedded in this network of pho-
tographic production and circulation. What united these practitioners was an
eagerness to disseminate the image of the state as a quintessentially American
region: vacant for settlement, investment, and the cultivation of an idiosyn-
cratic Western culture springing from its intimate connection to the landscape.
During its most active period between 1890 and 1915, the Club reached out
to practitioners across the state while it was based in the heart of San Fran-
cisco. Through print exhibitions, the monthly publication Camera Craft, regular
lantern slide lectures, and an elaborate outing agenda with excursions to the
Bay Area, Yosemite, or the Southern regions, the Club generated a vast corpus

that is dispersed among numerous collecting institutions today.> The scale and
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output of this locally rooted, congenial activity confirms art historian Rachel
Sailor’s stance that resident photographers assisted in “the creation of culture
in nascent Western communities [by] claiming, constructing, reconstructing,

and appropriating the landscape they held in common”.®

This article argues that the communal dimension of photographic practice within
the California Camera Club contributed to the construction of an imagined
history of the Western landscape that proved meaningful to the dominant
local audience and, by the same token, just as relevant to the consolidation of
an expanding American nation. Through its focus on the history of the state,
which included the romanticization of its Spanish missionary past, the por-
trayal of Native Americans as dignified ancestors of the nation, and its land-
scape as a mirror of victorious settlement, the Club turned photography into
an identity-shaping tool. With a focus on the photographic treatment of Cali-
fornia’s Spanish colonial heritage and of the Southwestern Indigenous peoples,
this article retraces how the practices of a largely neglected group of photogra-
phers and their material manifestations shaped a dominant narrative of the

landscape of the newly Americanized West and its most enticing state.

AN EXPANDED FRAMEWORK AND NEW METHODOLOGIES

If landscape photography of the American West is often referred to as a narra-
tive of “masters”, moving from Carleton Watkins in the 1870s to Ansel Adams
in the 1930s, historians and curators of the medium conspicuously neglected
the turn-of-the-century era during which a complex network of congenial pho-
tographic activity emerged in California.” Focusing predominantly on East Coast
developments, the sparse scholarly works treating the California Camera Club
over the past three decades have explicitly framed the practitioners’ output
through the lens of Pictorialism: the turn-of-the-century movement striving for
the recognition of photography as an art form. Despite the visibility scholars

have granted to West Coast camera clubs, their analysis remains rooted within
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a fine art approach that denies a more historically informed perspective on
the highly eclectic output of the Club.® The research conducted for this article
seeks to shed such a “framing discourse” that reduces the photograph to its
formal qualities. Instead, it takes into consideration a contextual analysis that,
as art historian Glenn Willumson put it, “calls for a new set of criteria rooted
in the material existence of the photo-object at specific historical moments”.®
In the case of the California Camera Club, the critical focus is here set on the
production context of photographs, their different material forms, as well as
the discourses which accompanied their circulation. From this historically and
materially informed perspective, we may retrace how Californian landscape
photographs could articulate different meanings depending on their context of
publication, be it in the photography magazine Camera Craft, in a print exhibi-
tion, orin a tourist guide. Thanks to this enlarged material scope and methodol-
ogy, we exceed the previously restrained historiographical focus, and examine

the California Camera Club’s output from a socio-historical perspective.

Informed by recent research on camera club photography in Europe around
1900, the methodology of this article seeks to push the boundaries of the
above-mentioned rigid categories and move toward new articulations of pho-
tographic corpora produced in a period defined by the concept of nationhood.*®
By looking at the articulation of a local portrayal in the context of emerg-
ing national thought, we may understand how the practice of photography
became an orchestrated endeavour of a privileged group seeking to inscribe
their locality into a coherent national set-up. Here, the collective exertion of
a pastime and the production of tangible results became closely associated
with the experience of the landscape. In the Californian case, it is crucial to
recognize that the congenial production of photographs by a wealthy fraction
of society was related to an emerging American imperialism, with the promise
of an allegedly ‘empty’ Western landscape, its expansion, and prosperity at
its heart. Through its long Pacific coastline, its varied landscape and Mediter-

ranean climate, as well as its recent history of territorial seizure from Mexico
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and from Indigenous tribes, California stood as a terrain of national expecta-
tion.** From their isolated position on the continent’s edge, pho- tographers
used these prospects to formulate their own triumphant narrative of the state,
which implied the fabrication of sentimentalized Spanish colonial and Indige-
nous pasts anchored in the local landscape. By merging national expectations
with the local desire for recognition and demarcation, turn-of-the-century
photographers embarked on what one curator has described as a “regional

identity-building project as performed through photography”.*?

In order to understand how Club photographers contributed to and solidi-
fied the portrayal of a new national territory, we must reconstruct the vari-
ety of landscape photography practices and material supports. Here, Martha
Sandweiss’ nation of “the original narrative context” of photographs — that is,
the discourses and material forms of publication with which they were asso-
ciated — reveals their contemporary uses and reception.?® Since the Club did
not generate a single archival corpus but rather produced myriad materials,
it is essential to embrace the heterogeneity of these sources. From their very
complexity, we can derive the photographers’ integration into the dense socio-
cultural tissue of California and counter the assumption of their operating in a

purely artistic framework.

PROMOTING THE HISTORICAL LANDSCAPE:
CLUB EXCURSIONS TO MISSION RUINS

The late nineteenth century saw the intensification of a search for an Ameri-
can identity that was strongly rooted in the continent’s environment. Lacking
ancient historical structures that would point to centuries-old achievements,
writers and artists turned to the landscape, its expanses of land and moun-
tain vistas, to find “surrogates for historical heritage”. The tabula rasa of the
land would point to “potentialities”; its seeming emptiness demanded to be

filled with coherent meaning. A strategy to achieve this national tale was to
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“[dismiss] history to embrace prehistory”, which alludes to the first human
settlements or the ruins of earlier populations.'* In the American Southwest,
notably the states of California, Arizona, and New Mexico, the landscape was
dotted with architectural structures that could be smoothly integrated into
this search for a prehistoric heritage: the Franciscan mission churches, built
during Spanish colonial rule between 1769 and 1823 to force Indigenous pop-
ulations into Christian conversion and labour. California alone had twenty-one
missions, located between San Francisco and San Diego, that left behind what
historians have termed “a legacy of genocide” in which the Indigenous pop-
ulation was decimated to one quarter of its original number through forced
labour and introduced disease.?® Gradually abandoned after 1821 when Mex-
ico gained independence from Spain, the missions became ruins; their stucco
structures and flower-bedecked arches became the most attractive feature
of both regional historical research and tourism by 1900. The contemporary
desire to create “a heroic national past with Anglo-Saxon dominance”, espe-
cially in the Western-most areas of the United States, was reflected in the cul-
tural-historical treatment of the missions, especially in illustrated accounts.®
In this process of fashioning a sentimental past and a potential future endowed
with a distinct national identity, the departed Spanish settlers and remain-
ing Native Americans became ‘artifacts’ of a bygone era.'” More importantly,
the Indigenous population’s conversion under Spanish rule was depicted as a
European ideal of philanthropy, which Californian institutions like the recently

established Stanford University sought to celebrate.'®

As a popular organization with firm local anchorage, the California Camera
Club cultivated close ties to the businesses and institutions sponsored by rail-
road capital, notably Leland Stanford’s. To further their historical interest and
to promote the attractive Southwestern landscape reachable via the railroad’s
lines, members would plan regular excursions to the missions by the 1900s.
These activities — usually including dozens of fully equipped photographers

embarking on a week-long round-trip — and their results, must be approached
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through the societal conditions they implied. As the Club’s network consisted
chiefly of bourgeois San Franciscans with a predefined conception of the land-
scape triggered by economic imperatives, the photographers must be con-
sidered as “representative of a more powerful, wealthy, and industrialized
culture”. As such, their depictions of the local landscape, its history, and its
inhabitants, must be evaluated from their “position of mastery”, which implies
both the technical proficiency demanded by their cameras and equipment,
and an authoritative vision of their subject matter.*® Especially in the Ameri-
can West, the mastery of these and other technologies, such as an extensive
railroad structure, has been a central vehicle to articulate the vision of a new,
predominantly ‘American’ culture.?’ From this perspective, the following pho-
tographic activities embraced by Club members can be described through what
W. J. T. Mitchell termed “a body of cultural and economic practices that makes
history in both the real and the represented environment, [and] play[s] a cen-

tral role in the formation of social identities”.?*

Numerous examples of photographic representation related to this identi-
ty-shaping landscape practice can be found in the monthly journal Camera
Craft. Running for more than four decades (from 1900 to 1942), the magazine’s
first ten years intensely covered Club developments. As a major platform, the
magazine allows us to reconstruct their outing agenda, material products of
excursions, and their desired representation. In the absence of a coherent
Club corpus, Camera Craft is a crucial source whose mélange of photographic
exchange and commentary on local matters reveals the photographers’ striv-
ing for recognition of both the practice and of the state’s history. A decisive
feature of the magazine’s coverage were outings to the Californian and South-
western missions, as well as to Native American reservations. While the mag-
azine covered excursions to missions in both Arizona and California, it was in
the photographers’ home state that the on-site practice was most efficiently
encouraged as a playing field. Here, the missions and their complex histories

were re-framed in aesthetic terms. Members contributed to this reformula-
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tion by simultaneously taking on the role of artists, promoters, and preserva-
tionists. National history writings in the early twentieth century included an
active alignment with “the best of Spanish colonization, loving gentle efforts
to usher Indians into the world of civilized and Christian men”. Manifestations
of popular culture, such as illustrated travel accounts and theatre, strikingly
integrated this affiliation with the Spanish past.?? In the American West —
a landscape marked by ethnic diversity and recent territorial conflict — this

alignment allowed new communities to envision a shared history and rely on

a legitimate heritage of conquest. Camera Craft encouraged this process as it

Fig. 1 Howard C. Tibbitts, San Luis Rey, n.d. In Charles S. Aiken,
“The California Missions and Their Preservation.” Camera Craft 4, no. 2 (1901): 60.
(San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library)
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urged readers to dedicate their photography to the historical exploration of

the state’s landscape.

By December 1901, a six-page illustrated article with a frontispiece of San Luis
Rey mission taken by one of the Club’s founding members and professional
photographers, Howard Tibbitts (Fig. 1). The opulent facade of the build-
ing, covered in tones of terra cotta and shades of sundown, constituted an
appealing motif not only to photographers, but also to the magazine’s gen-
eral readership. By reproducing familiar locations of the local landscape in an
artistic framework, the public was incited to take up cameras, join the Club,
and engage in on-site practice. As Tibbitts was instrumental in rallying partic-
ipation in outings, his professional works attracted a public eager to achieve
a comparable degree of artistry. In addition to recounting the history of the
missions, the article’s author, Charles Aiken, carefully laid out the historical
interest in the Californian landscape and its Spanish heritage as “a project that
should appeal to all artists of pen, pencil, brush or camera”.?®* By cultivating an
aesthetically sensitive eye to the mission’s architectural features as well as its
interior treasures including manuscripts and furniture, photographers were to
take on the role of preservationists of a victorious “far-western history”. By
collectively committing to the missions, they were to maintain the historical
goals of these structures: to “teach [...] of civilization’s march”. In this process,
the Californian landscape — where “the storied walls are few [and] all is new
except Nature’s own creations” — would gain historical density and become

an integral part of a national narrative of settlement.?*

The ambition to preserve and to disseminate the dominant narrative in aes-
thetically pleasing terms was invigorated by the collective exertion of land-

scape photography. As an increasingly accessible endeavour, heightened by 23 Charles S. Aiken, “The California
Missions and their Preservation,”
Camera Craft 4.2 (1901), 64.

the existence of popular organizations like the Club, photographic exploration
became a powerful tool to perpetuate a local history of the landscape. Here,

the Club’s outing agenda envisioned with the support of local railroad compa- 24 bid., 60.
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nies, integrated even broader publics. Howard Tibbitts was key to this devel-
opment, as he was not only a founding Club member, but also an acclaimed
professional photographer for the Southern Pacific Railroad, California’s most
powerful enterprise. What Camera Craft described in its mission history article
as “the swinging ball of progress” in occupying new territories would resonate
with the larger audience of railroad passengers on the Southern Pacific lines.?
As a company that had originated in and operated from California, its manag-
ers proudly disseminated attractive Western imagery to lure settlers and inves-
tors to the region. To achieve this goal, Southern Pacific substantially increased
its advertising budget and commissioned works by local photographers, nota-
bly members of the Club.?® By 1898, it had launched its first magazine, Sunset,
with the declared goal of providing “[p]ublicity for the attractions and advan-
tages of the Western Empire”.?” By 1905, Sunset had a circulation of 58,000,
of which New York City would receive some 3,000. The use of reproducible
photographic imagery was key to this dissemination, as the editors of Sunset
opted for the creation of an “immense circulating library” that was meant to be
displayed “on the walls of railroad stations, in clubs, in hotels, in busy offices”,
with the desire to “weave in the brains of men visions and fantasies untold

wherein California shall appear a signboard”.?

The goal of advertising the Californian landscape for settlement and investment
went hand in hand with the densification of its historical environment, which
served as the breeding ground for an imperial future. As the missions bore
witness to the process of ‘civilizing’ the West, they introduced the onset of an
American settlement that controlled its Indigenous population and opened
their formerly occupied land to investment, and thus, national prosperity. In
this regard, the collaboration between Club member and Sunset photographer
Howard Tibbitts, and his Sunset editor friend and Camera Craft contributor
Charles Aiken, is unsurprising.? In their advertisements, the two magazines
provided powerful platforms on which the coalition of aestheticized,

romanticized mission imagery and the vocabulary of Western empire-building
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could be articulated and made available to a larger public. These collaborative
strategies reveal what Mitchell termed “the double role [of the landscape]
as commodity and potent cultural symbol”.*® Since the Club presented its
outing activities in various shapes, particularly illustrated accounts, they could
target audiences within and beyond state borders. These endeavours show
how the Western landscape and its most attractive historical features, the
Spanish missions, attained not only a commercially useful, but also a culturally

empowering character.

Beyond excursions and travel accounts, the Californian mission imagery also
served the photographers’ self-definition as Westerners. The isolated regions
in which they operated, as well as their accessibility via the railroad lines of a
California-native enterprise, helped the photographers define their practice as
an idiosyncratic experience of the Western landscape. Next to the sentimental
vistas and vocabulary circulating within Club circles, the photographers also
integrated this Western paradigm into their artistic creation. When the Club
organized a series of photographic salons in San Francisco between 1901 and
1903, its goal was to share a “representative collection of pictures that can be
identified as Western”, implying photographs of the local landscape and of
Native American history.3! A vast majority of works submitted to these artistic
salons covered the state’s natural surroundings and thus attested to the pho-
tographers’ commitment to on-site work. Well attended by the local public,
the salons served as rallying events that celebrated the region’s “vast out of
doors” in San Francisco’s only art institution, the Mark Hopkins Institute.3? As
a sponsor of both the art institute and the Club, Southern Pacific was directly
involved in these cultural manifestations, notably in the salon catalogue, which
featured an elaborate advertisement for “the paradise of the photographer,

traversed by the lines of the Southern Pacific”.3

The salon contributors, for their part, carried this collaboration further in

subject matter, by covering the locations on local train lines. Oscar Maurer,
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a Club member and regularly commissioned photographer, must have been
among the first to benefit from the Southern Pacific connection to Santa Bar-
bara that opened in 1902. His photograph Mission Santa Barbara (Fig. 2), and
its inclusion in the 1903 salon, reflect the omnipresence of these structures

in the process of community-building in the state. A “Spanish dream city”,
34 Kevin Starr, Material Dreams: Santa Barbara’s architectural design mirrored the location’s colonial past and
Southern California through the
1920s (New York: Oxford University

Press, 1990), 260-64. photographer’s work submitted to the salon combined both the artistic and

opted for an urban re-enactment of the state’s popular mythology.3* The Club
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the popular promotional aspect embodied by the mission. Showcasing two
female figures in elegant American attire approaching a monumental mis-
sion church, the photograph echoed the often-claimed ‘mysterious’ aura. The
grand stucco facade is accompanied by a weeping willow to the right, both
of which find their reflection in a pond in the foreground. The image thus
merged the romance of discovery, promised by the train lines and by the pho-
tographer, with a sense of timelessness heightened by the pond’s tranquil
reflection. Adventurous discovery and accessibility were further underlined
by the choice of two female visitors, communicating safety and sentimental

attraction to a larger public.

As these examples emphasize, California’s Spanish missionary past and its
intimate connection to the state’s environment became useful cultural and
promotional rallying tools in photography. As a symbol of victorious conquest
and an easily sentimentalized prop, the mission structures served the construc-
tion of a dominant regional cultural identity, while at the same time revealing
the increasing commodification of the landscape for tourism and historical
exploration. If the popular treatment of these structures and their remote
placement expose the strategies of local photographers to articulate a national
narrative, we must now turn to the actual populations, who formed the core

of Western American heritage, yet were largely omitted.

THE SOUTHWEST AS KODAKING TERRITORY:
REPRESENTATION OF THE HOPI AND NAVAJO

At the heart of the reformulation of the Southwestern American landscape’s
conflicted past stands the depiction of Indigenous peoples as objects of artistic
study and performers in a romanticized local-patriotic narrative. By the close of
the nineteenth century, a period referred to by cultural historian Alan Trach-
tenberg as the “age of attrition”, Native Americans had been defeated even in

the most remote areas of the nation’s territory, and their existence reduced
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to separated reservations. Having undergone a process of pacification, they
no longer constituted a threat to national expansion. Instead, the Indigenous
origins of the continent were inserted into an increasingly aggressive foreign
policy agenda that pushed for the creation of an American empire. To legiti-
mize imperial ambitions and to infuse the national character with a historical
heritage of conquest, the country’s Indigenous population was “assigned a key
place in the emerging nationalist iconography as token of the triumph over
savagism”. As noble warriors with age-old traditions, the image of a bygone
Native American dominated the emerging national identity in the 1900s and
served as “a figure from whom authenticity might be derived”.* In as much
as the missions were to embody the dense historical fabric of the Western
landscape, the generic figure of “the Indian” — robbed of his ethnic diversity
— took on an ancestral function in the national imagination. Importantly, by
relegating the conquest of Native Americans to the past and pacifying the Indi-
genous populations’ contemporary condition, historical research and popular
accounts of the time turned them into “authentic relics of another culture,
not participants in the struggle” of modern society.® This progressive absorp-
tion of Indigenous populations into the historical and the imagined landscape
became especially tangible in the tourist industries and popular culture of the
American West, to which the Camera Club contributed in excursions and illus-

trated accounts.

Outings occupied a central place in the Club’s agenda, and the variety of des-
tinations revealed the members’ desire to cover large parts of not only the
Californian, but also the broader Southwestern landscape. A recurring element
of the excursion schedule was the Grand Canyon in Arizona and its adjacent
Native American reservations in Navajo County. By 1906, the Santa Fe Rail-
road, a competitor of the Southern Pacific, advertised a two-week round trip
through this region, coming a total cost of $125, about twice the amount of a
month’s salary at the time. Advising photographers in big letters to “Bring your

camera”, the organizers promised a packaged tour that included the Grand
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Canyon and a visit to the Hopi village of Oraibi, a part of the Hopi reservation
in the surrounding Navajo County. Shortly before the advertised trip, Oraibi
had witnessed a split in its community between pro- and ‘anti-Anglo’ groups.
The former group was less reluctant to embrace missionary endeavours and
accepted American dominance, while the latter formed a new settlement not
far from the village.?® From the 1890s, Oraibi had been frequented by profes-
sional photographers, scientific explorers, and travel writers for its staging of
the Snake Dance ceremony. By 1900, photographers were likely to be seen
in crowded locations just off the ceremonial site in order to obtain the best
shot. Regardless of objections to the documentation of these annual dances,
Hopi villages saw ever-growing numbers of photographers flocking in. Since
the reservation was marked by “small isolated groups” that were known to
be “less hostile”, the Hopi people became the preferred motifs of visitors.>
During ceremonies, a photographer could be found “kicking down another
fellow’s tripod and sticking his elbow in the next fellow’s lens”, as one witness
wrote in Camera Craft.*® Regardless of such frustrating experiences, the maga-
zine encouraged participation in these outings as a form of congenial compe-
tition and an opportunity to experiment with the camera on site, in what was

called a “wild, exciting, and interesting” setting.*

Next to the intrusion into the Natives’ personal space, the excursions prom-
ised access to the territory and its inhabitants. While participation in outings
required both financial means and time expenditure, it also integrated a pre-
defined conception of the landscape by its participants who would assume
ownership of the local landscape and channel their encounters with the native
population through a set of aesthetic, compositional features; what James
Faris has termed “limited photographic registers”. The circumscribed span of
these motifs, ranging from “assimilation, pastiche, and adaptation”, to “pres-
ervation, nostalgia, and pastoralism”, became apparent not only in the afore-
mentioned mission photographs, but were also integrated into illustrated

accounts of Native Americans themselves.*? In his 1909 publication With a
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Kodak in the Land of the Navajo, the professional photographer, Club member,
and long-standing Camera Craft contributor Frederick I. Monsen drew on these
romanticizing registers to turn the Navajo reservation in Arizona into a playful
terrain for the ‘Kodaking’ tourist. At the heart of this endeavour was the East-
man Kodak Company, which from the 1890s exerted a massive influence on
perceptions of popular photography practice. With an annual advertisement
budget of $750,000, Kodak would shape the uses of the medium in American
society in following decades. Its mission “to redefine amateur photography
in terms of ease and simplicity” worked toward a conceptualization of photo-
graphy as a pastime to be exerted congenially in the outdoors.*® The inclusive
set-up of the California Camera Club, addressing both committed and begin-
ning practitioners, reflected this goal and members rapidly jumped on Eastman
Kodak’s promotional bandwagon. Since commissions by railroad officials had
been common procedure at the Club from the onset, the collaboration with
photographic suppliers was a natural extension. What merged in Monsen’s
publication, however, was not only the Club’s liberal perception of photo prac-

tice, but also its ideological roots in the dominant portrayal of the landscape.

Monsen’s travelogue of Navajo County thus set out with the desired contem-
porary representation of an Indigenous male figure. Adorning the cover, the
coloured reproduction of a Navajo man on horseback reflected the vivid pat-
terns of Indigenous rugs used for the booklet’s wrapper.* Covered in shades
of red and grey, the man took on the emblematic posture of a warrior, orna-
mented by a headband and necklaces. While this kind of coloured reproduc-
tion was far from what was available to ordinary users of the Kodak camera
at the time, the cover promised access to both a high-quality photographic
production and to intriguing details of Native American life. The booklet itself
would follow this pattern of merging seemingly simple photographs with
insights into Arizona’s remote regions. Referring to the instantaneous capacity
of the pocket camera, Monsen and Eastman emphasized the authentic por-

trayal that was sought after by visitors. The author’s promise of “a freedom
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from studied poses” and “the charm of simplicity” was visually underlined by a
portrait of himself surrounded by seven Navajo children, captioned “his Navajo
Kindergarten”.* Set against an arid landscape, the children clustered haphaz-
ardly around the photographer who attempted to strike a compassionate pose
in directing his gaze toward one of the girls. These representations of alleged
‘friendship’ had become a common trope by the 1890s and were strongly
defended by Monsen and other photographers in the region. Yet the enormous
output of imagery these encounters generated (in the case of Monsen, up to
10,000 images by the mid-1900s), paired with their dominant textual depiction,

leave little doubt about the photographer’s expectations vis-a-vis his subjects.*®

While the cover of Monsen’s booklet may evoke notions of virility and dignity,
his textual account and choice of imagery reduced the Navajo to a childlike
condition. In reverse, the photographer himself assumed the dominating posi-
tion, achieved through the description of his photographic practice. Tying in
with Susan Sontag’s notion of “the diligent hunter-with-camera” who seeks to
“[track] down and [capture]” “[t]he view of reality as an exotic prize”, Mon-
sen’s quest for historical authenticity was informed by his exertion of the prac-
tice in an Indigenous setting.*’” Wearing the camera like armoury fastened to
his belt — as he put it, like a “rifleman” who “[hits] the target when firing from
the hip” — the photographer re-enacted scenarios of conquest.*® By carrying
them out in the casual ‘Kodaking’ manner, these scenes serve to “normaliz[e]”
the process of occupying the Western landscape and pushing out its origi-
nal inhabitants.*® By the same token, Monsen’s Southwestern environment
became a vacant territory for the photographer-explorer, and an invitation to
potential Kodak tourists. It embodied the promise of the Western landscape
as the source of the country’s “unique cultural heritage”, freely available for
exploration and historical narration.>® Contemporary audiences perceived his
work in exactly these terms, by inserting him into “the trail of the Spanish
pioneers” and giving his allegedly spontaneous photographs “the stamp of

reality”.>* Through his adoption of the Kodak vocabulary of simple yet artful
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production, Monsen made both the medium and his subject matter available
to those who sought to inscribe their experience of the landscape into the

celebrated history of national expansion.

CONCLUSION

From the analysis of the California Camera Club’s landscape photography prac-
tices, we have seen how collectively produced depictions of the local environ-
ment have strengthened a dominant historical portrayal of the American West.
The participatory club’s production, the cultivation of a shared discourse on
the landscape and its history, and the affiliation with a privileged network of
local promotion demonstrate how the practice of photography around 1900
informed the creation of a nationally relevant narrative in isolated regions of
the United States. By choosing the ruins of Spanish missions in California and
the constrained living spaces of Native Americans in Arizona, the photogra-
phers sought to reshuffle the cards of history and create a lineage with both
European civilization and Indigenous antiquity. The reliance on these motifs in
aestheticized and fictionalized terms allowed them to develop an iconography
that reflected the search for an American identity. What is at stake here is
an appropriation of the landscape and its inhabitants for both the affirma-
tion of a dominant regional identity and, in the words of Alan Trachtenberg,
“a construction of the white imagination [...] filling the need for a contempo-

rary romance of nationality”.>

Given the variety of Camera Club productions, we must re-evaluate initial
uses and accompanying discourses. Whether accounts of group excursions
in illustrated magazines, exhibition prints, or tourist booklets, these sources
are textual-visual vehicles which consolidated authoritative narratives of the
local landscape through their dissemination and thereby strengthened a new
national history. The continuous neglect of Western Camera Club material

in the history of turn-of-the-century American photography and the framing
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of these sources along the lines of art-historical analysis has wider repercus-
sions for cultural histories. They reinforce the oblivion of a practice, which con-
tributed substantially to the popular imagery of the time through its diverse
material supports and its reliance on communal identification. In challenging
ourselves to move beyond the white noise of promotional rhetoric and the
undeniable charm of the landscape photographs, and focus instead on the con-
text of production, we come to see a complex cluster of photo-textual material
which facilitated the persistence of dominant discourses on the landscape.
Here, the contemporary “reality claims” of the medium and its adaptability to
“a discourse of authenticity and stability” came to merge and favour notions
of cultural domination.>®* And these were the exact ingredients required to

imagine the history of a new national landscape in the West.
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